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Chapter 1 Introduction 
 
The educational disparities of the migrant youth have been a persistent problem in 
Germany. These disparities have been revealed again by the dissatisfactory PISA results 
(OECD, 2000, 2004). What PISA explicitly indicates is not only a structural deficiency 
in general but also an “ethnic segmentation” (Diefenbach, 2003/2004) in the 
three-levelled German formal educational system. The youngsters with migration 
background, even though many of them were born and have passed through their whole 
school career in Germany, obviously achieve lower educational performances than their 
German peers (Stanat, 2003; Diefenbach, 2003/04, 2004; Prenzel, Baumert et al., 2004). 
As argued by Diefenbach (2003/04), in the course of their educational career, the 
migrant students are always strongly separated from the German students. For instance, 
the youngsters with migration background more often attend the “Hauptschulen” – the 
lowest level secondary schools with less favourable conditions – than the German 
students (OECD, 2000, 2006; Diefenbach, 2003/04). As a result, “an ethnic 
differentiation is emerging as the migrant youth and the native peers go through the at 
least partly parallel school career with more or less German – non-German separated 
milieus. Namely, they more often visit certain school types and achieve corresponding 
school leaving degrees of one than the other” (Diefenbach, 2003/04, 239-240, my 
translation). Clearly, the social origin of the migrant youth is closely related to their 
chances of access to and participation in the stratified formal educational process. In 
respect of this, the deeply hierarchic and highly selective three-levelled formal 
educational system – as a structural deficiency in itself – plays a critical role in not only 
producing educational inequalities but also in reproducing the existent social inequality 
structures (Kessl, Otto & Treptow, 2002).  
The participation of the disadvantaged migrant youth in this unequal educational 
system can lead to further social exclusion. Their corresponding lower level educational 
achievement not only raises their risk to integrate successfully into the labour market 
(Geerdes, 2006) but also restricts their social participation in and integration into the 
German society in general. From the perspective of capability approach, it limits their 
“development as freedom” (Sen, 1999) and “freedom to achieve well being” (Sen, 
1992). Against this background, at issue it is to explore and to enable the contingencies 
to overcome the excluding mechanisms particularly of the formal educational 
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stratification in Germany so as to foster and improve the educational processes and 
achievements as well as the capabilities of the disadvantaged migrant youth in terms of 
educational equality and social justice. 
Clearly, such contingencies lie in the contexts in which the unequal educational 
structure can be deconstructed or at least be compensated for. This is undoubtedly 
impossible to be realised by the persistently stratified formal educational system itself. 
It has been confirmed that even with the educational expansion, the current formal 
educational system nowadays in Germany is less positive but increasingly negative in 
comparison to before (Solga & Wagner, 2004). For instance, as found in the research on 
the consequences of the educational expansion for the “Hauptschule” students, the 
conditions of their education success have been worsening due to the social 
impoverishment of the “Hauptschulen” (ibid.). In this sense, it confirms that “the social 
distance between educational groups […] has widened toward the bottom” (Leschinsky 
& Mayer, 1999, 31).  
Against the persistent formal educational hierarchy, to moderate the educational 
disparities of the disadvantaged migrant youth, contingencies are accordingly necessary 
to be initiated outside of the formal educational system, like various structure or 
network alternatives that can compensate for the underlying structural deficiencies. In 
respect to this, informal learning especially in the virtual space has been growing into a 
critical new concern.  
In general, informal learning refers to any activity of acquiring competence that 
occurs broadly in everyday life context. A critical point is that, in contrast to formal 
learning, “informal learning tends to be more relevant to social capital that can enhance 
the life chances [of those disadvantaged] by participating in the learning experience 
itself” (Machin, 2006, 21). As found by Field and Spence (2000), social capital can help 
to sustain a lively informal learning culture, which can make up for low levels of 
participation in formal education and training. In addition, Grundmann et al. (2004) 
argue that social capital – concretely, social networks – holds a compensatory function 
for the lack of economic capital and institutionalised cultural capital in the 
life-world-situated learning processes of the youngsters from the under social milieus. 
Apparently, through a certain social capital, informal learning can help to moderate the 
educational disadvantages. As Sefton-Green (2006) more explicitly acclaims, informal 
learning, in the context of the non-formal sector, constitutes a “’bottom-up initiative” 
especially for the underprivileged young people.  
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Despite the growing recognition of chances stemming from social capital in 
informal learning to reduce educational inequalities, there are few empirical studies 
exploring how social capital in what specific form(s) in informal learning can enable 
contingencies to reduce the educational disparities of the disadvantaged youngsters. 
However, only through clarifying these questions can concrete strategies be possibly 
approached and provided by social pedagogic youth work to ultimately enable these 
contingencies in informal learning. 
Drawing upon Bourdieu’s (1986) proposition and in particular the network social 
capital theory, social capital in brief refers to resources linked to networks (Portes, 
1998; Burt, 2001; Lin, 2001). This conception indicates that the mechanism of social 
capital originally stems from the networks of individuals. From this perspective, it can 
be supposed that if one’s social networks can be developed or even reconstructed, the 
corresponding resources embedded in the networks then can also be changed in volume 
as well as in quality. In this sense, social capital can hold a critical character of 
changeability or reconstructability, and therefore can afford a structure alternative to the 
underlying formal educational hierarchy. 
In contrast to the persistent stratification inside the formal educational sector, 
informal learning has an advantage specifically to foster such reconstructability of 
social capital or social networks. Following the situated learning theory (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991), as formulated in the “communities of practice” (Wenger, 1999) for 
instance, learning is not only action but also connection. In this meaning, informal 
learning constitutes a space in which the social networks or social bonds of individuals 
with others, often the case in peer structures, can be developed and even reconstructed 
in and through their own learning experiences. With the overwhelming development of 
ICTs, such capabilities of social networking in informal learning have been increasingly 
fostered online. Drawing upon Wellman et al. (2004, 2006), a kind of “networked 
individualism” has been rising on the Internet, which means that users can form their 
own networks with whom as they like. When young people go online, they participate 
in different Internet activities, like searching for information, chatting with or sending 
instant messages to each other, playing strategy games, discussing questions on online 
forums, and solving problems together etc. In such informal learning processes, they 
often interact and cooperate with one another. In this way, various social bonds or 
networks are not only constructed and developed by youngsters during learning but can 
also be employed as social capital for learning. Clearly, in online informal learning 
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practice which is normally initiated and determined by learners themselves, young 
people can play a critical role in developing their own social networks or social capital. 
Taking the educational disadvantaged migrant youth as a key example, provided 
that their social networks can be developed or reconstructed in the direction of 
accessing more and diverse resources for their educational processes through 
participating in the online informal learning experiences, their educational 
disadvantages then can be presumably moderated to a certain extent. In this sense, new 
Bildung chances can be enabled in online informal learning through reconstructing the 
network social capital of the migrant youth to reduce their educational disparities. 
However, the reconstructability and the corresponding enabling capability only 
constitute one side of the online social networks. From the perspective of social milieus 
(Bourdieu, 1990; Vester, 2001, 2004), the social networks of individuals can be the 
reproduction of the underlying structural mechanisms, namely the milieu-specific social 
inequalities. As for the migrant youth, it indicates that the type of networks they access 
or construct in online informal learning is inevitably influenced by their milieu-specific 
social origin. In this way, such structural inequalities can be further reproduced into the 
online social networks of the migrant youth. This then constitutes the other side of the 
online social capital – the potential to reproduce social inequalities. 
Under the influence of the underlying structural inequalities, different social 
networks online can be formed by the migrant youth when using the Internet. They can 
further transfer and reproduce the offline structural inequalities into their informal 
learning processes. As formulated by Norris (2004), two basic types of social capital or 
social networks are specifically fostered online. They are the bonding networks that 
connect people of homogeneous sorts and the bridging networks that bring together 
people of heterogeneous social and cultural features. Specifically for the disadvantaged 
migrant youth, the bridging networks especially characteristic of intercultural social 
bonds and interaction with the natives are presumed to be more advantageous and 
effective than the bonding networks to foster their learning processes and competence 
development through opening more access to diverse educational resources. In this way, 
differences can be produced in the informal learning online of the migrant youth due to 
their access to different online networks. These differences constitute a critical new 
aspect of the “digital inequalities” (DiMaggio & Hargittai, 2001). The online social 
networks therefore also provide a new perspective to deepen the understanding of the 
differences in Internet use that has already been reached on in existent studies (Hargittai, 
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2002; Otto, Kutscher, Klein & Iske, 2004, 2005; Bonfadelli, 2002; Bonfadelli & Bucher, 
2007; Livingstone & Bober, 2004; Mesch, 2007; Selwyn, 2007).  
The above-mentioned two aspects altogether indicate the possible reproduction of 
the social inequalities in informal learning online. To completely develop the 
contingencies embedded in informal learning online so as to counter educational 
inequalities, as Evans and Niemeyer (2004) also criticise, the question of hierarchies 
and inequalities needs to be sufficiently reflected. This critical aspect, however, still has 
been much lacking in the existent studies of informal learning. 
According to the above perspectives, informal learning in online social networks 
clearly constitutes a comprehensive analytical framework to reflect and to deepen the 
understanding of the contingencies that can be enabled through informal learning to 
reduce the educational disparities of the migrant youth. The social networks of the 
migrant youth can be reconstructed through their own informal learning practices online 
and therefore can help to enable new chances of educational equality. However, they 
can also be limited by their milieu-specific social origin and further reproduce these 
social inequalities. Informal learning in online social networks is therefore not only 
reconstructing and enabling, but can also be reproducing and restricting. Accordingly, 
based on established studies, to comprehensively enable the contingencies of 
moderating educational disparities of the disadvantaged migrant youth through informal 
learning online, it is necessary to further explore 1) which social networks the migrant 
youth have (constructed) in their online informal learning processes, 2) what differences 
there are between various online networks in affecting their informal learning online 
and what type(s) of online networks can specifically help to foster their educational 
processes and competence development, 3) how their online social networks are 
constructed under what influence of their social origins, and 4) whether and how the 
reconstruction of the social networks especially of the disadvantaged migrant youth can 
be enabled as a structure alternative to moderate the underlying structural inequalities 
and to reduce their educational disparities. In this study, these questions are empirically 
investigated through involving the online socio-cultural networks as a new research 
perspective. It initiates a new field that social pedagogy needs to be concerned with and 
to develop in respect to improving the educational equality of the disadvantaged 
youngsters. 
Next to this network perspective, there is the last point to clarify concerning the 
chances in online informal learning. In addition to fostering the reconstruction of the 
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social networks of the disadvantaged youth as a possible structural alternative to 
moderate the formal educational hierarchy, informal learning in itself, with regard to 
content, already constitutes a critical initiative to overcome the excluding mechanisms 
of the formal educational system. What PISA indicates is not only the hierarchic and 
segmented formal educational system in Germany but also a hidden problem in itself. It 
is with regard to the domination by the formal education which has been a general 
problem in the development of education in the modern society till now (Kessl, Otto & 
Treptow, 2002; Thiersch, 2004). As criticised by Vester (2004a, 2004b), PISA criteria 
don’t cover all the youngsters especially those from the disadvantaged milieus. They are 
also far from the capabilities of an individual for self-formation and life-formation 
(Winkler, 2004). Undoubtedly, with only the formal education alone which in itself is 
hierarchic and selective playing the dominant role, the corresponding disparities can 
only be further reproduced in various educational processes. In this sense, it exactly 
indicates the most underlying and hidden structural inequality in the educational system 
as well as in the society. Against this background, the classical and holistic concept of 
Bildung, as one key theoretical basis and orientation of social pedagogy, is thus 
necessary to be sufficiently reflected. Under the basic conception of Bildung as a full 
development of one’s capabilities in the comprehensive and complex self-world 
relationships, Bildung is supposed to consist of not only formal, but also non-formal and 
informal educational processes. Informal learning, as any activity of acquiring life 
competences that broadly occurs in everyday life-world context, holds a great closeness 
to Bildung. It accordingly can help to foster the development of the integral Bildung 
landscape and to counter the exclusion of the disadvantaged through breaking the 
domination by the formal education. In this research, the Bildung perspective is 
therefore employed as a basic theoretical framework to understand informal learning 
online as well as its potential to moderate the educational inequalities of the 
disadvantaged migrant youth. 
With regards to the structure of this dissertation, informal learning online is firstly 
conceptualised in the framework of Bildung against the background of the emerging 
global networked learning society. In chapter 2, the classical concept of Bildung is 
briefly reviewed in its historical development and also critically reflected in the 
contemporary social context especially against the problematic background of the 
domination of formal education and the corresponding educational inequalities. Based 
on this, a holistic understanding of Bildung and life competences is formulated. This 
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provides a theoretical basis for initiating and accentuating informal learning to counter 
the existent educational inequalities. In this framework, informal learning is 
theoretically clarified with regards to its definition, attributes, typology, as well as its 
close relations to Bildung, in which it plays a critical part in extending the Bildung 
processes and promoting educational equality especially for the disadvantaged 
youngsters. It is further argued that with the rapid development of ICTs, informal 
learning as well as its potential has been increasingly fostered. In respect to this, it refers 
to the emerging space of informal learning online. For the purpose of the 
operationalisation of informal learning online in empirical research, Internet 
competences are formulated in terms of the three-dimensional life competences as one 
perspective. In addition, four models of informal learning online are also developed as 
the other perspective of measurement. As the last part of this chapter, the inequalities in 
informal learning online are also mentioned so as to reflectively understand and develop 
its contingencies of improving the educational equality.  
In chapter 3, an integral theoretical model is constructed involving the perspectives 
of network social capital, social milieus as well as structuration to comprehensively 
analyse both the Bildung chances and the social inequalities in online informal learning. 
The online bridging and bonding socio-cultural networks of the migrant youth are 
theoretically formulated. They are hypothesised to bring about the network-related 
inequalities in Internet use as well as in the competence development of the migrant 
youth. As a kind of reconstructive social capital, the online bridging networks 
presumably can open the access to more educational resources for the disadvantaged 
migrant youth and accordingly help improve their educational processes. The 
contingencies to compensate for the educational hierarchies and to reduce the 
educational disparities of the disadvantaged migrant youth then can be enabled through 
constructing or reconstructing their bridging networks in their online informal learning 
processes. To deepen the understanding of whether and to what extent such 
contingencies can be enabled online, the online socio-cultural networks of the migrant 
youth are further analysed from the perspectives of both social milieus and 
structuration. Based on this, further understanding is reached concerning whether online 
socio-cultural networks are just the continuing reproduction of offline structural 
inequalities or if they can be the reconstruction of the offline social networks.  
Following the theoretical model developed in chapter 3, the hypothesised 
reproductive and reconstructive mechanisms in the online informal learning of the 
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migrant youth are analysed and confirmed empirically. Chapter 4 explains the research 
method and processes involved which include the research design, instrumentation, and 
also reasons for selecting the youngsters with Turkish migration background as the 
sampling group. In chapter 5, the formal education-based inequalities in the Internet use 
are firstly confirmed among the migrant youth respondents. Compared with these 
inequalities, it is also revealed that such formal educational gap is not significant in any 
aspect of Internet use, for instance, in the networked informal learning online. This is 
further analysed based on the online socio-cultural networks of the migrant youth 
respondents formulated in chapter 6. It is found that, especially in the aspects of Internet 
use where the formal educational gap decreases, the online networks play a significantly 
influential role. This indicates the contingencies to reduce the reproduction of the 
formal educational inequalities through online socio-cultural networks. It is firstly 
confirmed that the bridging networks online are more advantageous in fostering the 
informal learning as well as the competence development of the migrant youth 
respondents than the bonding networks online. Secondly, it is demonstrated that the 
online socio-cultural networks of the migrant youth respondents, however, have close 
relations to their offline social milieus. Based on the multiply-constituted social milieus 
of the respondents reconstructed in this research, it is fount that their bonding networks 
online to a great extent represent the reproduction of their offline milieu-specific 
disparities. However, convincing evidence is also provided that such structural 
inequalities are not significantly influential on their bridging networks online. In this 
respect, it is shown that the motivations especially of the disadvantaged migrant youth 
for social integration through using Internet play a critical role. In this way, the 
contingencies can be enabled to reconstruct the social capital of the disadvantaged 
migrant youth and thus to somewhat reduce their educational disparities.  
Based on the active role played by certain disadvantaged migrant youth in 
reconstructing their social capital online, the non-recognising and less-motivating social 
pedagogic arrangement is criticised in the conclusion in chapter 7. According to such 
hidden excluding mechanisms in social pedagogic praxis as well as the reproductive and 
the reconstructive mechanisms in informal learning online, the “reflexive 
professionality” is then necessitated in the youth work that supports the Internet use of 
the migrant youth. In this context, it refers to an inequality-sensible youth work as well 
as a motivating and linking youth work.  
 
